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CIVETS ARE
Spotted Skunks Have A Large Appetite For
In Iowa studios, spotted skunks or  civets have proved excellent rat and m ouse 
hunters. This civet has just been ear-tagged and is turned loose. 
The civet w ill often  m ake a  year around residence o f a crib  or  granary.
THE LITTLE spotted skunk— you may know it as the“ civet 
cat” —is proving itself one of Iowa’s 
most valuable fur-bearers, not from 
the fur standpoint, but because of 
the assistance it may render in the 
control of rats and mice. This is 
shown by research we have carried 
on in an area of southeastern Iowa.
So those Iowa farmers who have 
long considered “ civet cats”  as 
chicken-killing vermin that should 
be killed whenever possible, may 
well temper or reverse their atti­
tudes.
It was during a study of the food 
habits o f the spotted skunk or civet 
that we discovered its value. De­
tailed analyses were made of 834 
samples of feces, which represented 
every month of the year.
During the course of our invest­
igation a mother civet reared a 
family of five young under a piece 
of floor in one end of a chicken 
house. The civets ran in and out 
of the house, passing under the 
hens roosting only 3 feet from the 
floor and sometimes past hens on 
the floor without molesting them.
And that is a partial answer to 
your question, “ Well, it might be 
that civet cats will help control 
rats and mice, but what about my 
chickens? Will I have any left 
after the rats and mice are gone?” 
In our investigation, domestic 
poultry appeared in less than 1.5 
percent of the fecal samples ex­
amined during the winter months, 
and not at all during the summer 
months. Evidently the danger of 
civets bothering poultry is not as 
great as farm people generally be­
lieve.
Civets are admirably adapted for 
the control of rats and mice. They 
are small enough to enter and fol­
low the runways of rats in pursuit 
of their prey. They readily climb 
the poles and rafters in barns and 
other buildings, and thus there is 
no escape for their victims. They
do all of their hunting at night 
when rats and mice are most active.
A farmer recently told the writer 
of a commotion in front of his cows 
one night while he was milking. 
A rat scampered between the legs 
of the cow he was milking, and it 
was followed closely by a civet in 
hot pursuit, paying no attention 
to the human spectator. The rat 
ran up an upright, unbarked oak 
pole supporting the side of the barn 
and at the top of the pole was 
seized by the little skunk.
Civets are restless, nervous and 
quick-moving creatures, more like 
weasels than skunks, and have 
enormous appetites. They habit­
ually eat their prey entirely, but 
may sometimes skin rats as do 
house cats. (One captive civet 
kept by the writer for a time al­
ways skinned rats given to it be­
fore eating them.)
In the fall, winter and spring
seasons, predation on rats and mice 
is most noticeable. During the 
period of our food habits study, 
there was a very heavy population 
of cottontail rabbits. A  great many 
of them were shot by farmers to 
protect fruit trees and shrubbery 
and were left on the ground.
These dead cottontails provided 
abundant food for the civets during 
much of this period, but even so 
rats made up 10 percent of the food 
during the winter months, while 
rats and mice together made up 
40 percent of their diet. Cotton­
tail remains were found in 50 per­
cent of the fecal samples.
David E. Lantz of the United 
States Department of Agriculture 
reported, “ In Kansas the writer 
once lived in a house with cellar 
openings on the outside. The dwell­
ing had been unoccupied for a year 
and during this time the cellar had 
been used for storing corn, with the
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result that the entire house had 
become infested with rats and mice. 
A short time after the writer oc­
cupied the house it was noticed 
that a prairie spotted skunk had 
taken up its quarters in the cellar 
and night combats with rats were 
often heard. The skunk was fre­
quently seen, but it was carefully 
left unmolested. After a few weeks 
the rats and mice had all been killed 
or driven away, and the skunk then 
left the premises.”
The experience of Lantz as here 
related has been repeated many 
times under similar circumstances 
on the research area in southeastern 
Io#a7
Civets have been known many 
times to kill or drive out rats under 
circumstances where good cats have 
had little effect upon them. In 
several places we observed that a
Fish and Wildlife Service (U. S. Department 
of the Interior), Iowa State College, Iowa State 
Conservation Commission and the American Wild­
life Institute are cooperating in this study. The 
project is under the supervision of Dr. Geo. O. 
Hendrickson, Iowa State College, and Thomas G. 
Scott, United States Fish and Wildlife Service.
Rat killed by a civet in a barn, but 
not eaten. Note its ‘ ^chewed”  head.
heavy population of rats during the 
summer and fall completely dis­
appeared during the winter months 
when spotted skunks were in res­
idence. Whether the skunks killed 
more than they drove away is a 
question, but, nevertheless, they 
had a definite controlling influence 
on the rats.
The little spotted skunk is very 
fond of the farmyard as a place to 
live during the winter. If con­
ditions are favorable, civets will 
make some building around the 
farm a year around residence. 
Corncribs and granaries which us­
ually harbor rats and mice are often 
the favorite den locations of the 
civets.
The civet fur is of good quality, 
for the civet belongs to the skunk 
and mink family, but the color 
lowers the value. Spotted skunk 
fur is not worth much on the 
market. For this reason, many 
farmers have not encouraged civets 
to remain about the farm premises 
as they frequently do the striped 
skunk whose fur is of more value.
Records of the cause of death of 
civets on a research area of 17^  
square miles over a 23^ -year period
The civet is found to be m uch m ore 
like weasels than skunks in habits.
show that 47 met violent deaths. 
Farm dogs killed 36 percent (of the 
47), 34 percent were killed by trap­
pers for fur, 25 percent were shot 
or otherwise killed by farmers who 
suspected or knew the civets were 
killing poultry and 4 percent were 
killed by traffic on highways.
With the rat problem becoming 
more serious as vast amounts of 
corn are stored on Iowa farms now 
the year around, many farmers may 
wish to give the civets a chance to 
aid in ousting the rats.
Good management practices for 
the encouragement of the spotted 
skunk should include:
(1) Do no trapping around corn- 
cribs, granaries and barns if civets 
are known to be around.
(2) Kill civets around poultry 
houses only when you positively 
know that the civets are molesting 
the birds—merely suspicion or cir­
cumstantial evidence is not enough, 
our study indicates.
(3) Control the farm dog. He 
must be tied up at night or else 
discouraged in the pursuit of civets. 
Dogs normally learn to leave these 
animals alone unless they are en­
couraged by their masters.
Civet caught in a trap set for  rats. 
Better let the civets catch the rats.
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